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On the evening of July 20, Alvaro Gomez Hurtado was released by April 19 Movement (M-19)
guerrillas. He reportedly arrived at his home in northern Bogota via taxi, after being held by the
rebels for 53 days. Gomez, 69, a former presidential candidate for the Conservative Party, and
director of the daily newspaper El Siglo, was abducted by M-19 on May 29 in Bogota. His bodyguard
was killed in the incident. M-19 used the kidnapping as a bargaining tool to promote a "national
dialogue" aimed at the pacification of Colombia. Gomez was released after patient negotiations
between M-19 and leaders of Colombia's three major political parties (Conservative, Liberal,
Patriotic Union), Catholic Church and several labor organizations. The most important meetings
with the rebels took place last week in Panama City. In exchange for Gomez's freedom, the various
leaders agreed to participate in a series of talks on socio-economic and political reforms with M-19
and four other rebel groups. The first of these "national dialogue" sessions is tentatively scheduled
for July 29. Interior Minister Cesar Gaviria participated in the negotiations for Gomez's freedom,
albeit from a distance. His activities to this end included a visit to Cuba to confer with President
Fidel Castro. The government of President Virgilio Barco refused to send representatives to Panama,
asserting that official participation in any future "talks" with the guerrillas would not be possible
until after Gomez had been released. Participation of government officials in the talks is expected,
despite the opposition of Colombia's military leaders who have threatened to arrest guerrillas
attending such meetings. They have argued that the rebels acted in bad faith the last time peace
talks with the government took place, and thus, do not deserve serious consideration at present.
Four years ago, President Belisario Betancur's government sponsored an attempt to come to terms
with certain rebel groups, granting them, among other things, freedom to form a legal political
party. M-19 announced the release of Gomez on July 19 from Uribe, southeastern Meta department,
headquarters of the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC). FARC commander Jacobo
Arenas telephoned the presidential palace, and read a communique by M-19 chief Carlos Pizarro.
(Basic data from AFP, AP, 07/20/88; Prensa Latina, 07/19/88)
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